Chronicles of Loss

A more spiritual dimension of black poetry is conjured in Do-
lores Kendrick’s Why the Woman Is Singing on the Cor-
ner (Peter E. Randall, $16.95), a book-length narrative poem.
Kendrick tells the story of Ophelia, a black woman who re-
ceives visitations from spirits of her past, before she plum-
mets dismally, like her ian namesake, into mad-

Shakespearian f
ness, The bulk of the story records Ophelia’s history of

loss—1oss of her sister, of her mother, of her daughter, of her
husbands. As many contemporary black women writers do,
Kendrick suggests a greater sisterhood, a commonality in the
experiences of all black women.

At the narrative’s beginning there is some confusion for the
reader. As in a Faulkner novel, the reader must work through |
stream-of-consciousness effects. The effort to decipher the |
plot proves exquisitely rewarding. The reader’s ear attunes it- |
self to the language’s skillful condensation and mythic pas- |

a series of ambiguous

sion. Dolores Kendrick, the District of Columbia’s poet laure-

ate, has a powerful and original voice. Her lines are pleasing |
to read aloud, and frequently recitation clarifies the confu-

sions of the page.

Kendrick shares with Toni Morrison the ability not only to
tell a story from a woman’s point of view, but also actually to
create a world as perceived by a woman. Her images seem ex-
tensions of a woman’s body, sensualized through the process
of feminine perception. This world-as-womb effect reaches its

height in the following passage:

Now [ tell you child, we Black women, we must be careful.
Not too much out here for us, you know?....

Sometimes I believe [ came out of the sea, the big ocean
while the waves were yelping and the sky screaming and
I gave me a birth. You know, from water. :

Wasn't no man involved. Didn't need one. Only me

and that yelping sea, bringing forth from an opening in
the sky in pain.

You see, child, we Black women must be careful because
I think sometimes we defy nature, and when we do that
we have to be punished.

No retelling of Why the Woman is Singing on the Corner
as a prose narrative could reproduce Kendrick’s pendulum-
like rhythms or convey its true poetic achievernent. At the
same time, comparisons with Morrison’s peculiarly rich, col
orful style do suggest a sense of Kendrick's voice, and ded-
jcated readers of Morrison should consider reading Ken-
drick. =

Darryl Lovenzo Wellington is a poet and essayist living in
Charleston, S.C. His e-mail address is
DarrylWellingtond64@hotmail.com.
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